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FOLK ARTS AND THE MAINE ARTS COMMISSION

Kathleen-Mundell and Denny Wilson have asked me to speak
about folk and traditional arts, and I am extremely glad to do
so, both because I have heard some muffled comments of the youmean-to-say-that's-art variety and because the terms--especially
folk art--get used in a number of unhelpful ways in the press and

'

.
elsewhere.

Perhaps I can help a little on both counts.

Just as I believe, as an oral historian, that there is no
such thing as oral history, only history, I also believe as a
folklorist that there is no such thing as folk art as an entity
distinct from other kinds of art, say "primitive" or "high" art.
There is only art, the aesthetic response, the shaping of the
world experienced into meaningful and apposite forms that can be
shared with others.

The creation and enjoyment of what we call

art is fundamental to being human; it is not limited to any one
social class or community but, as my friend Dell Hymes once said,
it will "arise wherever people have a chance, even half a chance,
to share what they enjoy or must endure," and, if we are ever
going to understand what being human is all about, we had better
learn to appreciate this differentia called art wherever it is
found and however it manifests itself-- symphony orchestra and
string band, Faberge egg and Ukranian pysanky, Jasper Johns and
Gilberte Roy of Fort Kent, Pavarotti singing Verdi and my friend
Wilmot MacDonald singing a ballad by that woodsman songmaker Joe
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Scott.

I ended my biography and study of Joe Scott by imagining

him and William Yeats in Heaven drinking beer together in quiet
and understanding.

The older I get, the fewer things I find I am

still sure of, but of this equivalence under the stars I am as
sure as sure can be, and of the aesthetic worth of these works of
art found far from concert hall and gallery I am just as sure
again.

All this is very abstract and theoretical.

"Very well," you

may say, "suppose if only for the sake of the argument we admit
your thesis of aesthetic equivalence.

Do you suppose, sir, you

could stop posturing on the barricades long enough to give us a
few examples of how it leads us to anything worthwhile?"

All

right, let's see if I can.

Some years ago, an old woman got in touch with me through
her granddaughter (a student of mine at the time>.

She knew a

lot of old songs, she said, which she loved, and since her
children and grandchildren weren't particularly interested in
them, she was afraid she would die (she'd recently had a stroke)
and her songs would die with her.

I visited her several times

and recorded most of her songs, which she could no longer sing
well and didn't always remember perfectly, both of which things
embarrassed and saddened her.

I was a good litterateur at the

time, and one of my literary colleagues, on hearing some of her
songs, thoughtfully described them as "maudlin trash."
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But they

were far from that.

They were her treasure, and I treasure the

memory of her sharing them with me as she had once shared them
with friends and family.

Billy Bell, too, cared deeply for the old songs, and over
the years he sang many of them for me as he had learned them
sixty years before on his native Prince Edward Island or in the
Maine lumbercamps.

He died in 1967.

During his last months in

the hospital he recognized no-one, not even his wife or sister;
but as the end came on he sang the old songs once more, going
over and over his favorites.

No friends traveled further into

that final night with him than they.

About ten years ago,

I was driving to Machias to speak to a

teachers workshop or some such a matter.

On the way I picked up

a young hitchhiker, a high school dropout.

In the course of

things he found out I taught at the University, and we talked of
this and that for miles.

Then, when the conversation lagged, I

asked him if he liked music.

He turned toward me, quickly and

enthusiastically with the beginnings of a big smile, but it died
as quickly, as he turned away.

"Well," he said apologetically,

"I don't suppose you'd call it music."

"Dick Curless?"

I asked,

and before I knew it we were talking about country/western with
great gusto.

I had a talk all ready for the teachers, but I

began by talking about this kid and how the educational system
had
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bullied him into being ashamed of his love for music.

Ah yes,

one teacher carefully and smilingly explained to me, that was the
sort of thing they were trying to get their students away from.
Others agreed.

I saw that for my audience country/western was

the enemy, anti-music, if you will, and faced with such ingrained
and monumental assurance I cowardly fled to my prepared talk.

One evening my teen-aged son walked in the living room
carrying a lemon meringue pie on the spread fingers of his left
hand.

His sister had just finished making it.

beautiful!" he said, holding it up admiringly.

"Isn't that
He had chosen

exactly the right word to describe it, and that word had only
something to do with his correct anticipation that when the time
It went beyond straightforward

came that pie would taste great.

praise of good technique, though of course it was that too.

It

made me think of the way my mother used to hang clothes on the
line, all shirts together and facing the same way, or stack
ironed linens in the closet just so, folded edge to the front.
In no practical sense could either act have made a difference,
but it did make a difference, and any competent housewife of the
time would have understood and appreciated what she was doing,
just as my son understood and appreciated that pie.

It was art.

Almost twenty years ago I attended the annual Dundas
Ploughing Match up on the east end of Prince Edward Island.

I

remember people speaking of certain men's ploughing--and there
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were contests both +or horse and tractor ploughing-- as
"beautiful."

That interested me, but it's not what I want to

talk about now, which is the step-dancing contest I saw.

Man

after man--all men, by the way--came up out of the audience and
gave it a try as a friend played the fiddle for them.

I didn't

know much about stepdancing, but it all looked pretty much the
same to me: hands at the sides, upper body rigid, all the
movement from the knees on down, it seemed.

But the men around

me in the audience were seeing things I didn't see.
fat man got up on the platform.
voice behind me.

One r-ather

"Ohh, he's too heavy," said a

"He'll not be able to-- ohh, look now!

very light on his feet!

Look at that, look at that! Walk back on

her, man," he shouted in encouragement.

"Walk back on her!"

Others seconded his judgment and yelled their support.
could not see what they were responding to.
all the same to me.

He's

I myself

As I say, it looked

But they saw; they knew.

Out behind the

watching audience, young dancers were tr-ying out the steps being
used on the stage.

They saw, and they knew.

wor-k, but I did not understand it.

An aesthetic was at

I was like the person who

claps between the movements of a symphony.

I was reminded of the

time I took my sons and their- friends fifty miles to Waterville
to hear Moby Grape.

It was all noise to me, but on the way home

I listened to a discussion of what had gone on that for
impassioned critical acumen would have done credit to two rival
conductors discussing Mozart.

Is the person who loves Bach but

can't stand country/wester-n less to be pitied than the one who
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loves country/western but can't stand Bach?

Nice question, that,

I decided.

I could go an, but perhaps these few examples from my own
experience suggest the possibility that the academies represent
only a tiny (though noisy) segment of human aesthetic response.
The forms through which men and women express and celebrate what
it is they find significant and beautiful are almost too many and
various to contemplate, and we as an ''Arts Commission" awe it to
our constituency to respond to as broad a range of such
celebrations as possible.

I do not feel we do a bad job now.

Anyone looking at the variety of works our different panels
support would have a hard time calling us narrow, but all these
works have one thing in common: they fit rather neatly --if
sometimes rowdily--into commonly recognized categories--Painting,
Sculpture, Theater, Dance, and the like within which they can be
dealt with in fairly traditional ways.

To put it another way, we

know where we're at with them and their need for support is a
matter of long-standing acknowledgment reaching back through the
Medici to the Old Kingdom Pharaohs.

All very well.

Nothing

wrong with that, but what I want to see is reaching out into what
now are silences, a seeking of those forms and expressions that
in the normal course of things don't make it into grants
networks, even though their support might enrich the lives of
thousands of people in this state who are not now being touched
at all.
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We have taken a giant step in that direction by hiring a
folklorist to be what we call a "Traditional Arts Specialist."
It will be Kathleen's job to search out these celebrations of the
human spirit and human existence wherever they occur, to document
them carefully, and to make their presence known to the rest of
the State, all the time by meeting them on their own terms
without the slightest condescension and without forcing them to
submit to some aesthetic code quite foreign to them.

Some of

them will be inseparable from their context and therefore could
never be "shown" or "exhibited."

I cannot imagine an exhibit of

laundry, for example, though I can imagine an intelligent display
of photographs celebrating its aesthetic dimension.

Others can

be treated as standard art objects, but their display will call
for skilful presentation and interpretation.

I know a truck

driver who writes poetry, for instance, but while it is not the
kind of poetry that would interest the Literature Panel, it is
very much appreciated by his friends and other truckers, and that
is who he writes it for.

Meeting it on its own terms, the

traditional arts associate might find others who write such
poetry and arrange a small festival where they could get
together.

You will notice, by the way, that I am not talking

about educating the "folk," raising their level of taste,
bringing art to the people, or anything like that.

Those are all

worthy enough causes in their own right, to be sure, but in the
matter at hand the current of education will probably run the
other way as our own concepts of art broaden and deepen toward
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that best of all possible worlds in which there would be no need
of traditional arts associates, no-one spoke of "folk" art, and
the likes of William Yeats and Joe Scott could indeed quaff ale
together.

But Pangloss and his ilk to the contrary

notwithstanding, that world is not the present world.

Kathleen

Mundell has her work cut out for her, and I'm sure I speak for
all of us here when I say, "Welcome abroad! Godspeed, and help us
all to bring that better world to be."

Edward D. Ives
Bangor, Maine
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